The Simpte Things in Lige:
Rediscover Them
in the Fall of 200

By Randy Kreil
Photos by Craig Bihrle
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As | siood in the prairie thicket, perspi-
ration dripped steadily off my forehead.
The July sky was blue and clear and the
temperature was hot even though it was
approaching & pom. The Junebermy patch
w discovered a day earlier was meore
lush with fruit than we thoughi. The
berries were plump and juicy and the
picking was easy. My fingers were
stained a deep purple, and 1 speculated,
a0 were my tomgue and Lips.

It ocourred to me as I was working my
way through the thicket. like some hun-
ary bear in the nonh woods, how many
years had passed since | had been berry
picking. I thought ahout how musch |
misscd the simple work of harvesting
some of nature's fruit and how good that
pie would be iomomow. Berry picking
wasn't something we had made time For
lately and probably wouldn't have even
thought about wntil we stumbled across
the plentiful patch while taking Ally, our
new Lab puppy, for her first swim.

While standing in that Juncherry thicket
[ thought about simple things that add so
much enpoyment o life. Waiching a new
pup lezam to swim and picking berries arc
just two examples of the countless, seem-
ingly mundane activitics that have special
meaning to people who hund, fish, and
apend time outdoors.

In today s waorld many are overwhelmed
by increased activity in all aspects of lifie.
This trend inchedes those of ws who appre-
ciate and live for time in the outdoors. It
becoming more difficult to find or make
time to engage in outdoor activities as
aften as we would like.

The world of hunting is alse going
through some monumental changes.
These changes are jusi beginning to
change the face of hunting in Marth
Dakota. Resident versus nonresident
issues, fee hunting, guiding and owtfit-
ting. leasimg cxclusive rights o hunting
arcas, and ouiright purchase of the best
tracis by wealthy in-state and out-of-state
buyers are some of the changes receiving
the most attention. But other factors are
al=o at play, The advent of owtdoor televi-
sion networks and the explosion of hun-
ing and angling magazines, internct web
sites, and rapidly advancing technology
in weapons. vehicles, clothing., and spe-
cialized outdoor eguipment all contribute
i a sense that you have to “hurmy up and
get "em before the game hogs do.”

Somee days I think hunting has furned
inio some sort of bizane race toward get-
ting exclusive access io the best hunting
apods At any cost. bapeing the fastest
limit, bringing home the biggest anilers,
finding the turkey with the longest beard,
driving the fancicst 53U, and having
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more technologically advanced equip-
ment than the other guy. It's like those of
us in the hunting community have lost the
hasic fecling in our souls for what makes
hunting special. Instead we scem to be
contestants in one of those awiul. mind-
less, and greed-inspinng television reality
shows,

Hawing these thoughts while picking
bermics may be a pathetic insight into my
awn mind: however, it's a perfect exam-
ple of how casy it is to lose sight of what
is really imporiant. Then and there, in
that berry patch | decided that it"s time to
make sure the simple things do ot

escape from my life. 1 challenge you to
di the same in the fall of 2001, Life is
oo short o not enjoy these things not
aold on television between yet another
turkey hunting video and the guided
canned hunt made 1o look like some son
of pristine safari.

This anicle will preview each of the
major NIl hunting seasons. Incach case
[ hawe included one of the simphe things
ihat make cach scason special (0 me.
Everyone who panicipates in these sea-
aons has their own traditions and memao-
ries of something basic and simple that
makes hunting something special.
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SHARP-TAILED GROUSE

e of my Tavorite things abouwt living
in Morth Dakota iz the opporunity 10
walk mative prairie in search of shamp-
tailed grouse. Few places in the workd
offer this kind of experience. The beauty
of autumn colors on the praine is mose
aulble than a New Fl'lgl:n:‘ld fewrest, but
against a bright blue sky on a warm
Seprember aftemoon the prairie is spec-
tecular iF you take the wree o notice, This
i5 especially ree if you are carrving a
shodgun and vour dog is working buf-
|'ul|||"u."r|':,' |'|ul|:|h,."5-:._ linle Muestem and
coneflower-covered hillsides for aharp-
1ails.

Last fall hunters in Mosth Dakota har-
vested just over 125,000 sharp-tailed
grouse, up from 100,564 in 1999, There
were 11 573 |'u:|:|||'|-||: i e Feeldd after
sharprails las1 vear and the average bag
was 3,72 hirds per hunter, bath up slighi-
Iy from 1999, The downside o st year's
harves) was the age ratio, calculated from
hunter wing data. The ratio was the low-
sl since 19093 and Far below what the
'|'!~:'!r|'!l||.|;lli|.'|-|'| needs 10 maintaimn el over
time. Jerry Kobriger, the Depariment’s
upland game supervisor, precicied a
lower spring population based on the low
age ratlo and this spring s feld surveys
confirmed his ~:||.'\.|:|iL'i-::l1L'-.. Decreases m
Wi:lg cowls occurred in |'||z:|l'|3.' all aneas
af the sae, Especially hard hit wera the
aonthwest and badlands, This informa-
tion, combined with stormy, wel weather
in June 15 reason for concern. Once late
aumimer roadside brood SUFVEYS Are Coim-
'|!|||:I¢|.‘| we will have a betler idea of what
1o expect for the fall hunting season.

HUMNGARIAN PARTRIDGE

This popular game bird is slowly recov-
erng fremm r'|!u|11|:'|ll;: wialher-related dizas-
ters of the 1900z, Hard winters and oo,
wel brood-rearing peniods contributed o
the dermize of the panridge in Morth
Dakota. In the fall of 200, hunters
bagged nearly 51000 partridge, up from
_jm;l: over 41 000 in 1999, The counties
with the highest panridge harvest includ-
@il Mlosroom, HL“'IIII'IBEI'.. Srark, and
Stutsman, As with the other upland game
birds, the late sumamer brood surveys will
give us a bener indication of what 1o
ERpect in the Fall of 2000, At this |!~|‘:li||l., il
the wer weather i June didn't substan-
nally reduce reproductive success then
we anticipane panridge will contimee their
gradual pecovery,

Letts Sharpron! pespenlanions are doww o 83 an 2007,
dat Mt WA JellT Pl leiny o apRar TGS,
Eight: Mlaore hunters porsse piioesas an auy erler
aaerend gmiie M, WAL g posiviry pleaisan seanoe
exrthoesk thils peeer, thar feesal wal! dikely conname.
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RING-MECKED PHEASANTS

The most fun aspect ol |:l|iuu:~.'.'.||'ll hing=
il'l!.' for me aid |!rr|||"|uh-|}' many ollbers 1%
hunting with a good dog. Wihether it's a
well-trained pointer or a hasdwaorking
flusher, few things related o huming are
more enjovable than warching a good dog
wirk a wialy rooster, The pure enetgy amd
excitemenl of a |:|.ug; ﬁl:'||.|||'|F_ a bird i
thick cover 15 matched only by the rush
of adrenalin the humer geis as the cack-
ling rooster flushes, 0 always amazes me
hoow @ tired dog and equally tired hunter
can find an exira hurst 1:I'er'||:rk|;]: late in
the |:|.:d:|.' when the 'J""F- crovaes 3 Fresh
s0enl.

Phexsant homters killed 283,759 roos-
ers i the fall of 2000, an icrease of
nearly 10 percent over 1999, Thireen
perCent mgne |"r|.'l::-]:-||.- hunted pheasams,
i|'||."|1.|-:li|'|z.' hoth residents and nonresidents,
The mumber of resident humers rose from
AT B0 1o 52,0%1 and nonresident hunpers
increased from 10,8357 o 14,525, The
leading counties for pheasant harvest in
My were, i order: Hul11r‘|g|."r, Morton,
ﬂr:ml, .':i[m'k. Hu‘r|-u||:|:|'|._ F.l'l'll"l!rnl'n.. amicl
Mercer.

This spring’s crowing counts indicated
a statewide population increase of
between 25 and 30 percent. This is the
fourth year in a row, since the devastating
winter of 1996-1997, that spring pheasant
populations have increased. The only
downside o the pheasant owtlook is in the
northwest corner of the state, whene
counts were down after another winter
that arrived early and stayed late. At this
time Lowell Tripp, longtime pheasand
hiologist for the Depariment, expects a
fair to good fall hunting season depend-
ing on the impact of wet weather on
reproductive sucoess.

RUFFED GROUSE
AND SAGE GROUSE

In cur state we are fortunate to have the
opportunity to hunt both ruffed grouse
and =age grouse. Few states can claim
that distinction. A walk in the wonds in
mid-{hctober is a special experience. 1t's
nit just that Morh Dakota has fewer
acres of natural forest than any other state
that makes the visit special, but it"s the
thrill of hunting the elusive ffed grouse
and the guict of the woods. The smell of
aspen is spoecial to me. The aroma of the
decp woods conjures Fond
memarics of past humnis and
davs tagging along with my
father as he worked in the
Turtle Mountains and
Pembina Hills. These were
his faworite places on canh
and they remain some of
mine today,

Ruffied grouse and sage
grouse have limited harvests.
Last year sage grouse harvest
was up and ruffed grouse
harvest was down, Spring of
200 sage grouse cownls
indicated a decrease in malkes
on the strutting groumnds. The
pod news is that even with
the decrease the counts were
still higher than the seven-
year average. Along the
narthemn barder of the state,
ruffed prowse counts were
dawn which will likely mzan
lower harvests this fall.

COTTONTAILS AND
TREE SQUIRRELS
While we're on the subject
of enjoying the simple
things. when was the Last
time you actually hunted cot-
tontails or squirrels? Most of
us hunted for them when we
wiere young and just starting
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to understand the feclings that drove us to
pick up a .22 and go in search of rabbits
and squirrels. Did you realize that in
20060 only 4,700 people hunted cottoniails
in Morth Drakota? Even fewer, 25060, pur-
sued iree squirrels. Do vou remember
hoow fasty cottontails and squirrels can
bz | remember, and plan to make a con-
certed effort 1o change the fact [ haven™t
hunted either of these species in mone
than a decade. Just for your information,
Richland and Grand Forks counties lead
the sfade in both cottontail and free squir-
rel harvest.

WILD TURKEY

A few years back 1 hunted wrkevs in
the Killdeer Mountains. 1t was a mid-
Oictober day and 1 lefi Bismarck well
before dawn. After armiving, 1 coversd
several miles and did ot see a turkey
within 3M) yards. Afier eating a lunch
carried inmy game vest, | nestled into a
sunny native prainie hillside out of the
wind and proceeded to take the best nap
of my life.

You have all been there at some time or
another, whether it"s goose hunting, sit-
ting in a tree stand, or even taking a break
from a pheasant hunt. An carly moming,
some vigorous exercise, a good lunch,
and the warm sun all lend themselves 1o a
peaceful and restful midday siesta. A sim-
ple thing in life that leaves you relaxed
and refreshed. Try it sometime.

Fall wrkey hunting oppornunitics in
MNorth Diakota continue (o cxpand along
with the number of people interested in
participating. Last year the Deparimend
climinated the carly and late turkey sca-
soms in favor of one long scason. The
change was imended to increase opponiu-
nity bo harvest a turkey.

The change was well received, with
almest 2000 more applicants for licenses,
a M) percent increase from 1999 Humter
suceess in X000 was 65 pereent and both
hunters and landowmers responded posi-
tively to the change in season siructure.
With the scason running into early
January. landowners who were having
turkey depredation problems had the
chance to invite hunters in to harvest
some birds and redistribute large flocks
away from farmsicads.

Fall 201 wrkey licenses increased 1o
,510, up 510 from last year. Three new
units were opencd and scveral others
have been cxpanded. We anticipate a swe-
cessful hunting season.
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DUCKS

Humniing ducks over Mowing decoys has
Icomme My |xl~.~.i|.|r'|. {in:lwill__v_ U i
Dewvils Lake we typically humed ducks
either in e gonse decoys ar by jump-
shootimg pothales, When | moved 1o
Bismarck i the mid-1980s 1 began 1o
hunt with friemds who had masered the
art of scouting just the right spot and then
decoving and calling flocks of ducks into
range, They exposed me 1o the excitement
and personal satsfacton of shooting
ducks over water on your lemns in g well-
designed decoy spread, with just the righ
wind and camouflage.

For me the challenge of dealing with the
weather makes hunting ducks over decoys
interesting and enjoyable. There is just
soanething exciting about checking the
weather the night before, hoping For a bit-
il:'lE mortlwest wind to usher in a cold
front amd overcast skies, The wind direc-
non and speed, lemperature, precipitation
autbook, and sky comnditioms all fead into
the mental challenge of where 1o go and

howey 10 szt up. Setting decoys in chest deep,
choppy. cold, steel-gray water and still
being relatively warm and dry in neoprens
waders is a great feeling. It gets even better
when you have 10 break ice o sef decoys.
Hunters are among the few people in our
modem world who understand and appreci-
ale the “pleasure” of being out in inclement
wieather.

Thee fall flight forecast for ducks in 2001
is great, according o Mike Johnson, migra-
tory game bird supervisor fior the
Deepartment. May water conditions were up
65 percent from 2000 and the cighih high-
cef gince 1948, The May breeding duck
index was up 14 percent from 2000, 129
percent above the 148-2000 average and
the secomd highest on record. All species
wiere above the long-term average and mal-
lards were the highest on record.

This incresse in duck nurmbers was. ot
unexpected considering this is the cighth
summer in a row of exceptional water con-
ditions, the number of CRP acres remains
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high, and dry conditions exist throughoui
much of prairke Canada In addition. this
yizar's brood index was up eight percent
from 2000 and 243 percent above the 1955-
20HH) average. This imipressive brood index
is second only o the all time high in 199,
Ini the fall of 2001, the fall flight of ducks
from Morth Dakota (adubs plus voung) is
capected to be the highest on record and up
3 percent from the Fall Mighe of Last year.

Disck humters need o keep in mind the
success of our fall duck hunting scason is
direcily related o weather conditions and
when frecze-up oocwurs. Last year, most
ducks departed by election day, therehy
cffectively ending the season afier only
aboat five weeks. Another factor to consid-
er is poor habitat conditions and koo flight
forecast from ihe prairies of Canada.
Laocally raised ducks may be the hagis for
most of our hunting if predictions from
Canada hold trae.
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GEESE

Setting up goose decoys has always
Been ane of vy favone aspects of him-
ing. Stumbding around in the dark with a
billion stars overhead Irying to ger just the
righi configuation of full body shells,
rags, and wind socks was something spe-
clal when T was a kid and still is oy,
Every time [ set decoys winder a blanke of
stars, | ean't help but book for and
acknowledze the presence of Orion the
Humwter, 1% as if hawing the famaliar and
recopnizable constellation of stars over
yoaur shoubder wall bring success in the
impending hunt. After the decoys ane sel
in*s gt For a cup ol kot coffee amxd quiet
conversation while lisiening and wasiching
fior signs of peese on the move,

CANADA GEESE

The outlook for Canada goose hunting
i5 a5 o &m0 gets. In fact, when i
combes 1o resident Canada geese U popu-
lanon has reached a pomt where 11 s caus-
ing serious problems for some agriculral
producers, In order to address this siua
taoi the Depantment instiated a statewide
early Seplember season i the fall of
20000, which included an expamdecd daily
bag It of five Bieds wdth 10 50 posses
sdon, In 22 dayvs hunters killed more than
1T MM large Canada goese in Morth
Dakota. The eardy Seplember weason will
b held again this year and based on the
continued population growih we aniic
pate an even higher harvest, The regulas
season for Canada geese will again feanure
a three-bird daily lmit and six in posses
sdon, The bower limdt is in place 1o aviid
an elevated harvest on migrating geese
that begin amiving in the siate at the end
ol Seplembeer.

SNOW GEESE

Most people realize thal snow goose
hunting in Morth Dakota = changing. The
real question is; will the change be perma
nent!

Abowt four years ago umers began o
nodice 3 marked change in snow goose
migration pattems, The geete bagan slay
ing in the praivie provinees of Canada for
a lomger e in the Gall and then over fly
ing the state wihen they dad move south,
Aumckam water, food, and lack of hunting
pressure i southern Mamtoba ancd
Saskanchewan are suspecied causes
Bzhind the adjustmen in snow gonse
movement. Comespomdingly, snow goose
harvest as dropped in Morh Dakoda oves
the past several years. This is cenainly not

the first time that snow geese have alicred
their migration patterns and none of the
previows changes have reversed them-
selvies, There will always be snow gecse
i hiunit in the state but perbaps not in the
massive numbers and concentrations we
witnessed imthe 1980s and |%h0s.

SANDHILL CEANES

Sandhill crane populations are stable to
slightly increasing and this has alkowed
somie cxpansion of hunting opporiunities
in the past fiew years. Cranes have been
entering Morth Dakota later each fall so
wie have slowly adjusted the season hack
e coincide with the migration. This fall,
for the first time, the sandhill crane season
will be open east of Highway 281,

The Depanment has boen working for
years to open this area o hunting.
Decades of collecting detailed harvest and
technical information resulied in suceess-
ful negotiations with the LS. Fish and
Wildlife Service to open the area.

The season cast of 281 will be limited 1o
37 days and the daily bag limit will be
twin. The rest of the state will have a 58-
day season with a daily bag limt of three
hirds. Depanment personnel will continwe
10 mecasure harvested birds for subspecies
composition and will monitor the harvest
of large sandhill cranes. which are o as
abundant as lesser sandhill cranes.

MOURNING DOYES

Spring surveys show the breeding popu-
lation of moumning doves has declined in
recent years. However. repraduction has
remained high and doves ane typically
plendiful the first few weeks of the scason.
Morth Dakota hunders don't harvest many
mouming doves compared o hunters in
ihe rest of the country, bui inderest in the
nation's most popular game bird has risen
in recent years, Remember that doves
migrate oul of Morth Dakota carly,
depending upon the weather, so it is
important 1o get owt carly and often during
Sepiember.

TUNDRA SWANS

Similar to previous years, 2000 swan
licemses are available in 2001 and they
were issued by a lotery. Intenest in hunt-
ing swans remains high and the suecess
rate is stable ot around 45-50 percent. The
highest harvest counties in Morh Dakota
wiere (in descending order): Ward,
McLcan, Kidder, Mountrail, Ramsey,
Stuwisman, Benson, and Pierce.
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For me. walking makes big game huni-
ing worthwhile. It doesn’t matter if it is
marching across prairie, carefully sneak-
ing through woods, plowing through
frozen cattail marshes, or scaling buttes
and crossing canyons in the badlands; as
long as | am walking, I'm happy. Some
of my most memorable hunting experi-
ences have come as a result of walking
over just one more hill or working
through one last draw. Finding those
nooks and crannics on a seemingly unin-
teresfing landscape can be rewarding.
Sometimes you may get that elusive buck
while other times tired legs, sore feet, and
instant sleep are the only reward for hik-
ing that extra mike. The willingness to
walk also opens doors, Many landowners
dislike road huniers. If you park your
vizhicle and walk and demonstrate (o a
landowner that all you will keave is foot-
prinds, and lots of them, you will mone
than likely be invited hack and be consid-
ered someone they would like to have on
their properiy.

Witk o revev sweber off dler ficeases el
Meerdaed Wil 5@ ey of aveleaals e il Wiy
Reeveders Wil Dave o oytion fe pavrciase @ secomd
MNpdrige, ar @1en v leense
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WHITE-TAILEDD DEER
AND MULE DEER

Ader several relatively mild winters
white-taiked deer and mule deer numbers
have increased significantly, Whitedail
populations ane particulady sirong along
ihe Canadian border and m the eastemn
third of the state. In responae, the Game
and Fish Department increased deer
hicense numbers 200 PERCE, frowm KRGS0
last vear o 106, 3500 i 2000 . This record
number of leenses 15 intemded 1o reduce
the dier popailation to umil management
goals, In many unins white-ailed deer are
well above mianagement F,ll:llx anel thiz
VEAT & aggluhivu increase i licenses is
designed 1o sdjust e population dowin-
wiand.

Thire was a corresponding Increase in
muzzleloader Deensas with the total num-
bszr I'I.'ilL'|Ii:II_1,'_ 2024, hall of wlich are Tor
aintlered whitetaila In addation, the |E|:|:i\.-
lature allowed the Department flexibiliy
regarding length of the muzzleloader sea
Ao and &% such we extended it oo 16 172
clays,

Mube deer have responced 1o milde
winters and a dramatic reduction in doe
harvest instimed several vears ago, The
o lation in western Morth Dakota has
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recovered nicely. The 5,150 licenses
issued in 2001 is an increase of 1500
from 20000,

PRONGHORMN

Morth Dakota's pronghom population
was slowly recovering from the cata-
strophic winter of 1996-1997 when the
state lost 75 percent of its animals. We
had high hopes the population would
show contineed increase in 2001; however,
overall reproduction was significantly
lower than anticipated throughout much
of the state’s prongham range. This was
cspecially true in the nomhemn badlands
and Missouri Slope arcas of wesicm
Morth Dakota. Why reprodection was so
low rermains unknown, Our big game
hiologisis will be working on this issue in
the corming months and will closely mon-
itor pronghorm harvest and next year’s
reproduction. As a result of the disap-
peinting reproductive effort the number
of licenses available for the gun scason
wias redwced and no additional units were
opened o hunting for fall 2000 . The
[.155 licenses available is a reduction of
145 from last year,

MOOSE, ELK
AND BIGHORN SHEEP

The once-in-a-lifietime big game trio of
maase, elk. and bighorn sheep continwe
1o generate o tremendous amount of inter-
esl among our state’s hunters, The excite-
menit is similar to that of a powerhall lTog-
tery with everyone who applics belicving
that this just might be their vear. Those
fortunate few who did beat the odds
already know who they are and we hope
are well on their way to planning their
huni. With statewide elk and moose pop-
ulations remaining stable the number of
licenses is nearly equal that of last vear.,
There are 195 elk and 135 moose licenses
available for 2001,

Four bighom sheep licenses {three via
the lottery and one auctionh were issued
in the northern badlands for this fall. The
northern population is stable and com-
prised of at least 135 sheep including 43
adult rams. No licenses were issued for
the southern badlands because of a dra-
matic population decline resulting from a
die off in 1998, The Department began
ithe process of reestablishing a viable pop-
ulation in the southem badlands last win-
ter by moving nine sheep from southeast
of Watford City to the Bullion Butte area.
Humniter sucoess for bighom rams has becn
ovier M percent since the first season in
975,
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FURBEARERS

Hunting Fox and covoles and irapping
muskrats, beaver, and mink on a frozen
landdscape are activities that people get in
their Blood. 1 have only done it a few
tirmes and can wisderstand how competing
with the harsh wimter conditions and “out
foxing™ a fox or wily covote can be
enpoyabde. The skill and dedication of
true fur hunters and irappers is incredible,

What sticks momy mimd about the few
tires | have been out is the cold, crisp

| o
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e ot fewe dlivaprvasdavents i e fm auifeast,
o aanbe s ane diw s v aad e
maveriver of Deenes availafe wirs rediced.

air. It is clean, clear, and raw — almost
primeyal inoa way.

The recent mange outbreak and bow fur
prices are still depressing fermesirial
furbearer populations and people’s inter-
est in hunting and frapping. The dic-hard
hunters and trappers ane still at in bt
many weekend warriors have drifted
away. When populations begin to recover

and prices rise, we believe people will
corme back to fur-hased recreation.

(i the positive side, water-basad
apecics such as mink, muskrat and beaver
are doing well, bt prices are low. Stll,
people continue to drap and hunt these
species because they valwe the simple
joys of being outdoors doing something
they cherish.

CONCLUSION

Autwmn 200 appears (o0 have all the
ingredients for o successiul season, As
individual hunters it's up 1o each of us o
miake it the best and safest it can be.
Remember to slow down and enpoy the
simple things that make hunting such an
imporiant part of our lives, Simple things
like frozen Snicker Bars, siting around
the campfine with friends on a starry
night. your dog's first blind retrieve, the
feel of a good pair of broken-in boots,
hiking back o the vehicle with o game
vesl heavy with ronsters, the smell of
gunpowider in the air, the sound of a duck
call. the snor of an alert antelope, the
sound of fushing wings, the cold hite of
a northwest wind on your face....

RANDY KREIL ix the Game and Fish
Deperrtmens s wilidlife division ciief,

Tor movme grrpees af thee wonde. wilife -daleel dieer v
hers e alive monogesenr poads, T Dparisenr
werds a good farves i dose areas fe redure the
il for winder daviilee
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